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OCCASIONAL PAPERS* - No, 38, | July, 1954, 


SOUTHERN FOREST EXPERIMENT STATION 
U. 3S, Forest Service | New Orleans, Lea. 


By 
Ronald B, Craig 
Assistant Porest Economist 


* =< This series of publications releases data gathered in connection with 
investigations being carried on at the Southern Station, The information 
contained in them is subject to correction or amplification following fur- 


ther investigation, - Editor , 


Po fe 
=. 
> 4 
rita T 


he 
eT 
mi 
iA 
- 
i 


mokd emotes ont | eed¥nte sredeue® ext te 
-Tu% anivoilet aeltaolttileme co acitoaewsos 


ne 
bP: 


ih LEME a ‘wat 


cr Woe Roe 


Whe Ate ¥ ? ol ae i 


x PO pee ek yok et ae sy oe £- 
’ tote FRE A fee See Se 
- Bi y . Y, 
‘“ ae 
i ak sens: Of 
5 , 
ve has 1 sel od matntatiy 
: Sa! Re Ne tot CSA a, ee RRS WHA 2 Pe Ee 
* = 
$ 
er a ; 
t ¥ Ww 
” A ¥ oh 4, ony 
4 ois ie | 
: ; : 
* an Pe 
; MR ok wie #26 oe 
= M et a ihe tg 4 Pe 
- ? ; . ey y are a 1 4,42 4 
SKF owl (ral BESRoLes @ 
\ ' 
es ‘ wre 
7 ee Les win tee try * 934,00 
. 0 is “4 \ ” k an tO eee " 


12S meant Gr 


am 


VN :y2}e9 


eteod TI 


es? LAND FOR TAKES INCREASING IN THR SOUTH 


RR, B, Graig 


The reversion of land to public ownership on account of 
delinquent taxes, which began on a large scale in 1926 in most South- 
ern States, still continues, During the depression years this re- 
version has reached phenomenal and slerming proportions. So far as 
present figures show the total is still rising, in spite of increased 
redemption at tax-forfeited land during the past few months, 


Just how much of the area now reverted to public title 
is forest lend, the available records do not indicate, Detailed field 
studies recently completed by the Southern Forest Experiment Station 
in Arkansas show thet in four counties in different parts of the 
state, 72 percent of the reverted arsa is forest land, For the state 
as a whole, the percentage is estimated to be 67 percent, In Florida, 
it is estimated that at least 65 percent of the total reverted area 
is forest land. In Mississippi, this percentage of reverted land in 
forest is estimated at 60 percent; in Louisiana, 50 percent; in east 
Oklahoma, about 90 percent; and in east Texas, 75 percent, About 16 
percent of the small reversion in Alabama is on forest land, 


Applying these percentages to the total area known or 
estimated to be in public title in the latter part of 1935, cives the 
following figures for the acoengt of reverted forest land in the Gulf 


ik Total area reverted 


States: 


Florida » 11,800,000 : 7,670,000 


Alabema 80,006 | 8,000 
Mississippi 1,250,000 : 730,006 
Louisiana — 2,708,000 1,354,900 
Arkansas 1,880,000 1,260,900 
Oklehoma 600 , 000 540,000 
Texas 920,000 690 ,000 


TOTAL | 19,238,000 12,272,000 
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for the seven states as a whole, forest lend forms 64 per~ 
cent of the total reverted area, While this figure of more than 12-1/4 
million acres cannot be regarded as final and indisputable, in view of 
the leck of absolute data to support the estimates made, it must be 
within 90 percent of being correct, The total represents 8.5 percent 
of the gross forest area of the eight Gulf States (144,251,000 acres), 
It also represents an increase of 2,842,000 acres over the forest area 
in publie title on January 1, 1952, owing to the areas maturing in State 
or County title in 1932 and 1935, 


Figures 1 and 2 show the trends in delinquency in the States 
of Mississippi, Louisiana, and Florida during the last few years, Figure 
1 indicates clearly the effect of the present dépresasion on tax-delin- 
quency in Mississippi and Louisiana, The areas shown for each year are 
those now in State title, which were derived from the tax-sales of the 
indicated years of forfeiture, For example, the area shown for Miss- 
issippi in 1931 (670,000 acres) is that portion of the area sold for 
1930 taxes in 1931, which, being unredeemed, matured to State title in 
1935, Figure 2 shows the srea sold for taxes at the tax-sales of Florida 
for the years of 1926-30, inclusive, This does not mean that the present 
reverted area in Florida is the sum of the areas thus shown, but merely 


that the ereas shown were "sold" to the State, subject to redemption and 


resale, As of February 1, 1933, the State of Florida held tax certifi- 


cates on 16,875,000 acres or on 50 percent of the taxable area of the 
state, of which about 11,800,000 were in full state title, . 


The effect of such wholesale reversionof forest and agri- 
cultural land is patent to anyone, Hot only does it render the continu- 
ed existence of local government precarious, but it also increases the 
tex burden on the land which is not delinquent, That this is no straw- 
man set-up to be knocked down can be show by a study of tax rates lev- 
ied over the past five years in the counties affected by such excessive 
delinquency, This increase in taxes is a well-known fact to many timber- 
land owners in the South, In many cases, state and county general tax 
rates have not increased materially, but road, school, bond, improvement, 
and similar special district tax rates have in some cases in¢reased over 
100 percent in this period, For example, in Vernon Parish in west Louis- 
iana in 1926, the total indicated parish-wide tax rate (total taxes di- 
vided by total valuation) was 35,7 mills per dollar, Of this total, the 
atate tax was 5,75 mills and the parish general tax 4,0 mills, leaving 
25,95 mills for special taxes, In the same parish in 1931, the indice- 
ted rate was 65,4 milis, with no change in the state and parish general 
taxes, Special taxes had increased from 25,95 mills to 53,65 mills, or 
106.7 percent, The total tax per acre, assuming an average valuation of 
$5.00 for cut-over land, had in¢reased from 10,7 cents to 19 cents per 
acre or 78 percent during this five-year period, 
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AREA Now In STATE TITLE DERIVED FROM 
!0 TAX SALES OF INDICATED YEARS OF 
: FORFEITURE 


Mississippi and Lovisiana 


TOTAL. REVERTED AREAS: 
Miss. — 1,250,000 acres (1920-193 incl.) 
la. - S 706,000 acres (1900 -193/ ined) 


AREA REVERTED TO STATE !IN HUNORED THOUSANOS OF ACRES 


1927 "1928 1929...+«1990~«‘“‘«*é‘« 
YEAR OF FORFEITURE OR TAXES 
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AREA “301.0°70 STATE IN AHUILLIONS OF ACRES 


Figure 2 | 
TREWOS §N TAx DELINQUENCY {nu FLORIDA » 1925 -1%30" 
A-Area Sold fo State for Jaxes 

B-Velvation of Property Sold for Taxes 


om oe : 


1926 (927 1928 49289 "7930 
YEAR OF FORFEITURE FOR TAXES 


VALUATION OF PROPERTY SOLD FOR TAXES 


(IN MILLIONS GF DOLLARS 
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It is not the purpose of this. paper ‘to charge either State 
ér local officials with this condition of affairs, nor are the timber- 
land owners who control the bulk of the lends in this parish solely re- 
sponsible, Both must share that responsibility, This is merely a state- 
ment of fact given in the offieial reports of the Louisiana State Tax 
Commission, In some parts of Vernon Parish, the 1952 tax rate exceeded 
200 mills per dollar, Such rates are, of course, a sure precursor of 
increased @elinquency, as indicated by the net reversion Sean for 
the same parish: 


1925 dentin " acres 


$4 +4986 PRs Roe sp 
lic IewPe: } us * 
ASee -**: ei 
1929 32 - 
- 1930 . 102,505 * 
1931 144,762 * 
Total area 
now reverted — 247,271 =* (or 28.3% of the gross area 


of the parish) 


Similar conditions obtain in many other localities in the 
Gulf States and constitute a major problem not only in the fiscal af- 
fairs of Government, but in the ownership and management of forest land 
by private interests, 


To aid in solving this problem and others growing out of 
it, the Southern Forest Experiment Station of the United States Forest 
Service, with headquarters at New Orleans, La,, is engaged in cooperation 
with the several states in a study of this "New Public Domain" arising 
through tax-delingquency te determine: 


1, The location, extent, and status of tax 
reverted lands, 


2. The potentialities of reverted lands for 
forest or other crop production, 


& The desirable line between Federal, State, 
and local public ewnership and private ownership, 


The ultimate purpose is to work out and recommend practi- 
Cal measures for handling and using reverted lands, 
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To date, field work in Arkansas has been completed, analy- 
ses of the data have been made and the final report is nearing comple- 
tion, The firet item listed above has been studied in Louisiana (through 
cooperation of the State University), in Mississippi, and to a limited 
extent in Georgia. York in these states will be completed first and that 
in other states initiated at the earliest opportunity, 


_ Phe problem of tax delinquency has reached alarming propor- 
tions in several Gulf States and unless solved by aggressive action on 
the part of public officials, tax-payers, and interested agencies it will 
threaten the economic stability not only of the lumber industry, farm- 
ing, and manufacturing, but of local government itself, Ome factor in 
the growth of this phenomenon has been, and still is, the general apathy 
of public officials toward a solution, an apathy engendered in large 
measure by the laws and practices governing procedure in tax-delinquen- 
cy, Meny of these laws and practices are open invitations to use delin- 
quency as a legal means of tax~-evasion or reduction, while others are 
merely an extreme case of a laissez-faire policy of tax administration, 
Neither of those conditions can continue if the tax structure of state 
and local government is to continue to provide revenue, Another factor 
causing tax-forfeiture is the past miguse and over exploitation of nat- 
“ural resources, soil, timber, and minerals — a misuse born in many cases 
of inequitable taxation, These two factors can and must be solved be- 
fore future increases in the New Public Domain can be stopped. 
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